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Introduction

At the conclusion of 2021, the United States Surgeon General issued an adwisbeycrisis of youth
mental health, citingriticalincreases in mental health symptofiscluding suicide rates among youth
ages 124 between 2007 and 20180SG, 2021Prepandemic, students across Wisconskperienced
an increase in feelings of sadness or hopelessness, suicide atfeangiiicide ideationAdditionally,
young adults, ages 184, experiencing any mental iliness inased betweer2015 and 20190CMH,
2021) While the breadth ofimpactof living through the COVHDO pandemic on the health and well
being of youth in addition to thesmental health challenges is still beidgtermined recentinsight

from Wisconsin studds highlightthe repercussions of isolation and the increased anxietateel to
health risks.

The Voices of Wisconsin Students Project: Learning, Coping, and Building Resilience Durid@ COVID
(VoWS),completed by the Wisconsin Public Policy and SeResearch Partnerprovidedstudents

across Wisconsin the opportunity to participate in focus groups to discuss and share thoughts relating to
challenges and coping strategies during CGM[Belton et al., 2021Key themes from these

conversations includenhcreased levels of stress, anxiety, and depression, challenges of virtual learning,
loss of connectedness and belongiilgportance of supportive relationshipkck of knowledgef

mental health resources, stigma around hakekirg, andthe resilience of Wisconsin youth.

Additionally, studentsecognized thdenefit of sharing experiences within a group settiagd the
significance of being heard.

In response to the VoWs project, multiple agency partners focusing on the meamtéh Ineeds of

students gathered to discugmtential next steps¢ KS 2 Aa02yaiAy hF¥FFAOS 2F [/ KAf
Department of Health Services Division of Care and Treatment ServicdbeaBiareau of Community

Health Promotion identified the need fodditional opportunitiesfor the voice of Wisconsin students to

be amplified, directly addressing ti&urgeon Gener@léallto better understand the needs of youth,

from the youth themselve0SG, 2021) | NIy SNAY 3 gAGK (GKS aSRAOFE [/ 2ftf
Comprehensive Injury Center, this project aimed to provide Wiscostsitients witha uniquemethod

to share their thoughts and experiences related to mental health andlvestig.

Methods

This is a qualitative project, which leverages data from focus gragpvell as photovoice data.
Photovoice is a research process in which participants take photos oktheriyday experienceso

record aspects of their life and their community, and then come together with others to discuss these
experiencegWang & Burris, 1997Photovoice, as a research tool, has been demonstregeshhance
understanding of community contex(€atalani & Mikler, 2010) and thus was leveraged in this project



to provide students a forum to depict their experiences with mental health and wellness in a way that
AYONBI&aSa 20KSNARQ dzyRSNRGIFYRAY3I 2F (KS&4S SELISNRSY
Our study sample included Wistgin students ges 14 to 26Participants for this study were recruited

AL &a20AFf YSRAI IyYyR 204KSN) @SydzSazx AyOf dzRAYy3a SYI A
Upon agreeing to participate, students were provided with three prompts by taking photosleipétt

their daily experience:

a. What does mental health and wddkeing mean to you?
b. What stressors and supports do you encounter in your life?
c. What does a safe and supportive relationship look like?

Upon completing the photo capture of these experiencéisdents participated in a focus group that
included other participants. During the focus group, students shared their photos and responded
verbally and with photos to the prompts abovedditionally, students were asked to descritheir

sense of belongino their community, coping strategies they employ when they feel stressed out, and
challenges that they face in their own mental health and abelhg. Focus group sessions ended with an
opportunity for students to share anything that they appreciated attibeir participation in this

project. Participants were provided with a $25 gift card as a token of appreciation for their participation.
Also, participants were required to comply with a photovoice ethics agreement that ensured the privacy
of others (eg., participants were not allowed to submit photos that included faces or other identifiable
features of other people).

Focus group transcripts were analyzed using a thematic anéBrsisn & Clarke, 200@yocessFirst,

each transcript was read individlly. A code book was developed based on the transcripts, and a first
round was conducted by a member of the research team. The code book was then revised based on the
initial coding, and a second round of coding was conducted by a different member refsdzech team.

Once coding was complete, the codes were grouped into themes that reflect the essence of the focus
group data. The coding process was inductive in that there was nrdgiezgmined theory usedo

develop codes or themes. Qualitative data yts&8 was conducted using MAXQDA Plus 2QR23tudy

activities were approved by the Institutional Review Board at the Medical College of Wisconsin.

Results

A total of 11 students participated in all study activitiBarticipants ranged in age from 17 ysald to

25 years old. 67% of participants were femal@¥dwere male, and6% identify as no#binary.83% of
participants were White, while 17% were individuals of color. 25% of participants were Hispanic/Latinx.
In terms of county of residencearticipants originated from one of four different counties in Wisconsin,
and both urban and rural counties werepresented in our sample.

Four themes were drawn out of the focus group transcripts and pictures that were submitted by
participants.Those themes, along with photos and emblematic quotes to support each, are listed below.

Theme lindividuallevel facbrs drive mental health and wedking

Participantsspoke at length about how their own individual experiences impact theirvetig.Several
individuals noted that they are experiencing their own mental health challenges, whether those are



diagnosed metal health conditions or issues related to mod2he participant, a 1-yearold multiracial
female, talked about the role thahental health issues hay#ayed in her life:

GaSydrtf KSFEAGK Ad F 0A3 GKAYI Ay n¥myseffdvila@> SOSY 6 A
thinking ofhow to better society because of mental health Q& | 06éA 3 Tl OG 2 N O D

This same participant discusses how her social anxiety has impacted her interactions with other people:

& L @M#e$s had social anxiety...| saw a doctor and a therapist, and it hit that | have mental
iliness...especially in these bigger situatidngi Y I 1 S& YS FS8Sf RNIjgsy 2dzi> LQY
KFEILIWISYyAy3a 0ST2NE YSod LGQa a2 f2dzRRTI a2 Ylye LIS2LX S

Another participanta 25yearold white female, talks about how symptoms of depression interfere with
her weltbeing:

G2 KSy Y& YSyialft KSFHfGK A& ¢2NBRS> L 61F1S dzLJ yR L
todo, YR L 3ISiG ONIy]e odé
Physical halth challenges also present a source of stress for Wisconsin students. These physical health

issues may be the result of an unintentional injury, as is the case for one stwtiest brainnjury
prevented her from wrestling, which was a form of stress relief for her:

GLQY GNRBAY3 (G2 FAYR | ySg GKAy3IAZ (2 f Skompaes Ye Iy
to wrestling. It was safe a way to get my anger out. | had great coacligsey had avrestling mat,

letting me wrestleuntil | cry. It was really soothing...l wrestled for 9 years. béida brain injury and

Y26 LQY y20 ff2SRDE

One student, a 24earold White female, had a recent injury

her:

GL af ALIISR YR FStt yR Kdz 0 NP
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Her picture displays her injuryhich kept her from being
able to engage itypicalactivities, like biking, that she enjoys



D,

Sleep is important to both phigal health as well as mental health, and
“D several students discussed issues related to lack of sleep. One student,

who is in medical school, took a picture of her sleep tracking app, which
showed how little sleep she geseme nights:

Last week, your average time in bed was 8h

GCKAA AAY YRY AaYSEBAI fLOaOK22f | yR GKI (¢
YySSR (G2 LINA2NARGAT S afSSL) odzil AGQa KU

Participants demonstrated that they engage i
several forms of selfare in order to cope with g
stressors in their lives. This ability to manage f
stressors lirough selcare enables students toff
continue functioning in their daily liveSeveral
participants mentioned that they engage in
physical activity to help cope with daily stress ‘ﬂ
A 25yearold student took a photo of the gym,
which represented a setfare activity to her:

GoddlF y2IKSNI GKAY3I Aa
health and exercising. My mental health is
Ffoglea o0SGUSNI 6KSYy L T A5
Y2@PAYy3 Y& 02Re&8d . SAY 'K‘«
always have time to prioritize exercigirWhen L
Ido,IfeelBGGSNE L &af SSLI ¢



Another form of selicare for many students
was going out into nature. Several students
took beautiful pictures of the outdoors and
talked about how being outside is beneficial to
their overall wellbeing. One studenta 23year
old White femaletook a picture of tie

outdoors and talked about homindfully
observing the world around hdrelps her cope

aL 2dzaid NBIffe Syez2e aLISyR.
really like this photo, how closep it is. | tend

to focus on the details. Wheram feeling

stressedjt can often feel like there are so many

things todo butslowing down in nature and

focusing on tiny details can help e

A third student, a 23earold Hispanic demiwoman, discusses
how attending live showss a form of seltare when they feel
stressed out:

GhyS LAOGANNE ¢l a | 02y OSNI uz 32
SOSNE &St NP 2 ARKT ¥ AhQda5id dois O

wish | could do theater, but I like to go to performances

Similarly, another student discussed how music comforts her in times of stress:

aL tfAadSy G2 YdaAaAO || f2G0 L 2dzaA G o0 2 dzZ3swporttand@A y et N

O2YF2NI Ay tAadGSyAy3a (2 YdzaiOode



The photo this student submitted displays some of the new vinyl records she purchased ttolistdp
relieve stress.

Theme 2The support of interpersonal relationships is crucial to Wisconsin students

Wisconin students find support in strong, supportive relationships with others, whether that is friends

or family or classmates. The ability to rely on others when times are difficult is important, as is the ability
to feel a sense of belongin@ne benefit of Bong relationships with others is a sense of shared
experience, which contributes to a feeling of belonging and community. This sense of belonging can be
protective against negative health outcomes, includingcidal thoughts anbehaviors.

This sense of shared experience and the supaod validationt provides is highlighted by a 34&ar

old student:

G{LISFH{Ay3 (2 Y& OfraavlIaSaz ¢S KI@S + aSyaS 27F o
OKIFGX Walys (KIG @lae TS XY Ra (2N KO ISR ABESRO | v
jdzSaGA2yas FyR KFE@Ay3d 20KSNAR o0SAy3a NBOSLIIAGS (2 i
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Another student, who is Hispanic, discussed how she feels a sense of belonging as peotipffarg
underrepresented students:

a! oA3 asSyasS 2F o6St2y3aAy3a F2NIYS Aad ¢KSy L FSSt
to them. When coming to [school], | joined the Latino Medical Assaociation. | was able to relate to their
storiesof getting to this point [in our education], and being an underrepresented stufiént

Students also discussed the support of family in the context of belongingy#a28ld Hispanic female
student reported that family provides a strong sense of communmityich is a source of support for her:

G!'yR GKSY Y& TFrLYAfe@ Aa Y& oA33aSald O2YYdeghated S 06 SOF
YIye GKAy3a Ay 02YY2yodé



Friends also provide a source of support and coping for
Wisconsin students in times of stre€ne student, a 24ear
old White male, spoke of how his friend came to visit him
during a particularly stressful time and took him to a hockey
game to destresddis photo is an image of the game they
attended together:

Significant others can also be an important
source of support for students. Many students
discussed the support they felt when sharing
food with significant others, as was the case
with one studem, a 24yearold male graduate
student, whose significant other made dinner
for him during a particularly stressful time:

G¢CKA&E Aa I RAYYSNI Y@ LI NILY
a supportive relationship can be expressed
0KNRdZAK F22RoE




Pets are also a sourcé comfort and support for Wisconsin
students. Several students spoke of the importance of their
pets in their live, and many took pictures of their pets to
share with otherparticipants.A female Hispanic student
talked about how her dog is able to serfs feelings and
comfort her:

A was able to go home this past week, and here is a picture of

my dog...that is the definition of supportive relationship. He

1y26a 6KSY LQY aidNBaaSR FyR KI LL
emotions2 Yy G KS aLR{Gd¢

Another studet, a24-yearold Asian femaletalked about
how spending time with her cat helps her cope with stress,
and she captured a photo of one of these moments:

G¢KAA Aa az2YSOKAy3 dGKFG YIF1Sa YS
not generally really trusting.thoughtthis was cute. It
R2Say Qi KI LILISYad 3 NIK dEBI SyliNBadi NE

Interestingly, while students
overwhelmingly attested to
the power of support from
others, they also expressed
feeling like a burden at times
when relying on others for
comfot and support. This is
particularly true in the lives of
busy and overwhelmed “
students with competing
priorities. One student
described this issue:

a! t24 2F YvYe
school,and we are all so busy
YR AGNBAASRO L R2YyQUWESGNVS(RYRLBKEAKNWEAKS dRBY 8 FY

Another student echoed this sentiment:

GLF LQY GlFf1Ay3 6AGK Y@ FlLYAf@ YR LISNE2YIf FNASY
WeAGK Y& LINPOfSYae d¢



Finally, sice interpersonal relationships are such dicai source of support for Wisconsin students,
isolation from others is a source of streBsr many students, the COVID pandemic contributed to a
sense of isolation from peers, which caused distress. One student described this:

G! o0A3 LI Mis bastRelpéntiethif. F& e being around people helps take myaffind
GKAy3ad LQ@S 6SSy | 20 Y2NB Aaz2ftlFdiSR GKIFIy L KI @S
F LI NGYSYyGodé

Students may also isolate themselves from others when #reyfacing stressors. This was true for a 19
yearold student who is usually the person that friends rely on when they are facing their ows:issue

G2 KSy L YySSR adzJ2 NI ( kneth péapla and justlay i N® rodbmOI2hiikadzy A OF G A

OKI ftSy3aS Aa NBFIOKAYy3 2dzi ¢6KSYy L ySSR (GKS &dzLll2 NI

GKIFIG S@SNeB2yS OFly GFrf1 G20 L dzadzZ ffeée R2y Qs KIF @S i

AGQa OKIFffSyaAayda F2NI YS (2 NBIFIOK 2dzi G2 GKS LIS2LX

Additionally, leing a stuént whois new to an area presents a number of challenges, including a sense

of isolation. One student described this experience when asked wdips her feel a sense of belonging

in her community:

GaL Y ySg (2 GKS | NBIF® L
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Theme 3: &hoolrelated issues are predominantsource of stress for Wisconsitudents

Given that Wisconsin students spend many
hours per week at school, it is natural that
severalstressors they experience are school
related. These schooélated stressors range
from academic stressors to issues related to t
physical school envdnment. Many students
discussed howheir overwhelming workload
contributes to their level of stres®ne student
captured a photwf their computer as an
illustration of this. He said:

GLQY | addzRSyd |G wa( LIK 2 { 2
is my computer withmy notes and software
that | use many hours a day, that | love to hatd

¢CKFGQa I 20 2F 6KI dzy Rdé



Another student captured a photo of her
school email inbox, and discussed how the
everaccumulating emails and notifications ar
a saurce of stress for her:

G¢CKSNB ¢6la 2yS oLIK2I
SYFLAfa FyR GKS ydzyo S
source ofstress for me. Seeing the number gd
up and up and working to balance out...email
can bring me a lot of stress and | spend a lot
time on it. The time it takes to write up an
SYFAfTT GKAY1lAy3d GKIF G
GAYS 2y (GKAA&®DE

Students also discussed stress related to big
exams or projects at school. One student
captured a photo of a blank document to
illustrate how difficult it vas for her to get
started on a daunting school project:

G¢KS LI ad O2dzx S 27 3 dzt
with school. This photo shows a blank W@ OdzYSy i LQY GNBAY3 (2 FAYR

0 K
NBaSI NOK LINRP2SOil® L aaiaNBm2 Tdi NRiRd PRI Aly2péR2 Al YR




Participants discussed how they feel a need to participate in extracurricular activisésnd out

amongst their peers. Participating in extracurricular activities can provide an outlet for stress relief, but
atthe same timepari A OA LI GA2Y FFRRa y20KSNJ GFal 42 | aiddzRRSyi
prioritize other activities. One student talked about how juggling these multiple priodéiases stress

in her life:

aL KIF@S I LRAES
pile up. | finckhis stressful.
When | have a lot going on, |
O yiréylently clean up. | hate
it, but with so much going on, |
OF y Qi LINA 2 NR G A

This was echoed by another
college student, who said:

aL KF@S + t240
and a lot to get done regularly.
The tasks are piling up. That is
inevitably stressful. So many
hours, commitments with
school, and extracurriculars to
dotoa il YR 2dzi ®¢

Finally, sme students described how the physisahool environment, which can be crowded and
noisy, is a source of stress. One high school student talked aboust®feels anxiouand
overwhelmedin the school hallways:

GC2NJ YS Ay (KS KIfftgleas G(KIFG 2amnBdovVDdget GA2Y YR

I
' yEA2dza GKFG LIS2LX S Ay G(GKS KIftgleé FNByQid o6SAy3a a
This statement illustrates the overlapping stressors of feeling overstimulated in crowded hallways and
FSSt Ay3a 02y OSNY SR pdiedtial églosupei6 €A I Situdtion& whBrdzBany
people are present.

Theme 4Policies, culture, and systems influence the wellbeing of Wisconsin students

The fourth theme revolves around larger, structural issues that influence the mental health and

wellbeingof Wisconsin studentd hese systemic forces can be barriers to fsgpking and often

policies, culture, and systems are at the root of stressors that studentsN&gy students discussed

issues with stigma, whiclre often rooted in a culture oflisaproval or shame at the societal level.

Sometimes, students described this stigma as intergenerational. One studdispanidemale, talked

about how intergenerational stigma influences her interactions with her parents when it comes to issues

of mentalhealth:

Gaé LISNE2YlIf LISNOSWLIGAZ2Y A& GKFG + f2d0 2®BallS2LXS Y

a0A3aYl 06SG6SSy Yeé 3ISySNI A 2aKkingbuf dir pardatélarethotNzhg § a Qd 2 S



g SQONB | K Still deédl $o tadlokitB dlSparénss...So, | think there is stigma in talking with
LI NByGas odzi y2( 6A0K Y& LISSNE O£

Cultural and societal beliefs also impact how students feel about their own mental health issues. This
can result in seltigma, in which atudentblames thenselves for their own mental health problems.
One nonbinary hgh school student described this:

L GKAY]l GKIFIG YIFIeoS LQY Yé o0A33Sad -dekednd Sy3aISe L K
invalidate myself and my experiences. | have to sit down and think if my best friend was telinthis,

what would | tell them? If | would tell ynbest frend something [supportive], therhiave to treat myself
0KS alyYS gl @& oé

Despite the pervasiveness of stigma around mental health issues, students reported that they feel as
thoughthis is less of an issue among their peers. Ongeat-old student noted:
e LISNE2YIf LISNOSLIA2Y A& GKFG | f2G 2F LIS2LXS Ye

This openness to discussing issues related to mental haalting young people/as captured in a
photo one student took of a post note that was posted on a school batiem mirror.

Another stressor mentioned by students that has roots in distal fastasthe price of gas. Our focus
groups were conducted at a time when gas prices in Wisconsin were over $4 per gallon in many places
in Wisconsin, and this caused siggaht financial stress for students. One student noted that:

G¢KS O2ad 2 Ffulanmy evargday®fe. Niave foiivd&aind go places, and théiistely a
AGNBaa2N F2N YS ¢

This student captured a photo from the dashboard of her car to illustrate this point.



Policies can also create barriers to hegeking for

Wisconsin stdents, specifically as it related to access

to needed mental health services. One acseedated

AaadzsS Aa GAYSo® {2YS &addzRSyia
have time to access mental health services that are
made available to them at school because they are too
busy with schoolworkOne student noted:

aL KIF@S | 00Saaz L R2y Qi ¥FSSf
2dzad R2y QG KIF @S (A YéGouldz2 |
spend two hours in counseling or spend two hours on
A0K22f g2NJ P&

This is an issue that could be resolweith policy
change at the school level.

Another access issue is related to money. Many
students reported that they had access to a limited
number of counseling sessions through theghool
butRARY Qi FSSt GKIG GKAa gl & ||
the mentalhealth issues they face. One student said:
GL GKAY1l 6S 3SG FTAOS FNBS aSaarzyao L (mheog]l Al 62
OSPIAPE LINRPFSaaA2ylf O2dzyaStiAy3a 2FFAO0OS8 IyR L R2yQ
A final accesselated ssue mentioned by students involves aging out of the child welfare system and
therefore losing access to services, including mental health services. Gmadald student, who is
about to age out of the system, deglmed this issue:
GLQY &0 NMeEKSBt FYyDilgXNKK I Yeé GKSNILAaAG g2yQiG 6S ot S
KSNJ gAff 060S NBIffe KIEINR® LQOS 62NJ SR gA0K KSNI F2N.
y2i NBIFIRe& FT2NJ GKI (o



